
		
			[image: Crooked: A Tale of San Marco]
		

	


Crooked: A Tale of San Marco
James L. Gagni Jr.
 

Copyright



 

Copyright © 2011 James L. Gagni Jr.
All rights reserved.
ISBN: 978-1-105-43758-8

Dedication



For my wife, Cherry Gagni
You'll forever be my muse.

Acknowledgments
The Tales of San Marco series was a product of blood, sweat and tears. Though not in the literal sense, I really never would have accomplished this if not for the individuals and groups around me.
First of all, my special and deepest thanks go out to my wife, Cherry C. Gagni. Without whom, I never would’ve started nor pursued nor continued this book. Through her ideas, suggestions, constructive criticisms and praises, my stories grew into something more than a thought that I wrote down on some paper. It became something I can finally share with others.
To my parents and in-laws, whose invaluable support, also gave me the inspiration to pursue this project. And they especially gave me the connection to those people who gave invaluable comments regarding my work.
My deep gratitude also goes out to the people who bought the first book I self-published. It is very humbling to receive your good feedback. It truly warms the heart of an author.

Chapter 1
 
"Are you kids settled in?" asked an old man seated on a huge bamboo-woven seat. The old man was small, but the cushion was enough to give him a good vantage point to look at all the kids seated in front of him.
"Yes!" said all the kids in a gleeful shout while properly settled on the brightly furnished hardwood floor. They were all seated at the old man's living room which had no other furniture except for the wooden seats which have been moved to the other side of the room for this important event. It also had no displays at all aside from the painted portrait of an old woman and a life sized mirror. In spite of the room's simplicity and the house's small size, it was very tidy.
"Very well, we shall begin in a few minutes." the old man said as he looked at the parents. Most of them stood beside the living room door. One parent quickly told the other parents, "I think that's our cue to leave. We can pick up the kids in an hour." The other parents quickly complied and slowly went out the opened living room door then down the rickety stairs towards the porch. There wasn’t much to see at the porch aside from the lush green plants and flowers. Most of them went out to the streets and joined the festivities.
It was the feast day of the small village in San Marco in memory of the date of the arrival of its first settlers almost ninety years ago. With its close proximity to exquisite Lake Sante, its celebrations drew attention from tourists and visitors from the city. According to most of the old folks, the first arrivals came from the mountain ranges across the lake. While some of them argued they actually came from the lush forests surrounding it. No one really knew for sure, as none of them were actually over 65 years old. That was why every year since the celebrations started several years ago, visitors and even townsfolk, would bring their kids to the house of the old man to hear his stories about the past. He was the one they affectionately referred to as Grandpa Sante. Aside from his vast knowledge of the legends and myths which surrounded the town of San Marco, especially Lake Sante, the people also called him as such since they did not know what his real name was. Neither were they bothered about not seeing the old man in public aside from when he looked outside the window of his old house. Nor were they thinking much about the old man's age. Others said it was around 90-plus while some said it was more. What mattered to them was every year, for more than an hour, Grandpa Sante opened the doors of his home and entertained their kids with his magnificent stories.
As the last of the parents went out of the living room and closed the doors, the old man turned on the antique lamp next to his seat. He turned back towards the children and said, "It had been almost a hundred years ago today when the first settlers came to this village next to the lake. However long before that, Lake Sante was neither a lake and nor was it filled with water. It was not as you see it today. It was once a small village. A village full of wealthy but evil people..."
Some of the kids gasped and sighed loudly which caused the other kids to shout "Shhhhh..."
But it did not bother the old man. He was more focused on telling his story.

Chapter 2
 
It had been almost a hundred years ago today when the first settlers came to this village next to the lake. Long before that though, Lake Sante was not a lake and nor was it filled with water. It was not as people saw it today. It was once a small village. A village filled with wealthy but evil people. But what the villagers never realized was they would not have been wealthy if not for what nature gave them.
The village was strategically located at the foot of the mountain. This provided them protection against harsh rain and unwanted outsiders from behind them. On both sides were lush forests which sprawled with fruit bearing trees, edible plants, and animals they could hunt and eat. In front of them, right at the border to the next village, was a small pond full of fishes. Yes, they had all they needed. But they wanted more.
Every day, people from neighboring places visited the villagers. These people sold their own products in exchange for the village’s fruits, meat and fishes. As such, all the villagers engaged in similar activities. Soon, they owned almost half of the other villages' wares: cotton, silk, spices, gold. The high prices commanded by the villagers from their neighbors drove this trend, even if it was already too much. They earned the ire of those outside their village for their corrupt practices. But their passion for becoming richer and more beautiful than everyone else also triggered quarrels between themselves.
Within the village that slowly destroyed itself through bad deeds, a shining light lived with them in the form of a young boy named Kanuto. He was born of a father he never met but to a mother of good nature. As the only ones left in the village that would not drive up the price of their products, the others forced Kanuto and his mother to stop selling under the threat of death. This was because they were afraid buyers would come to Kanuto and his mother instead of them due to their low selling price. As such, mother and son were the only ones in the village who did not live in an improved but materialistic way. Kanuto's mother was happy with it though. She was contented at being able to provide for themselves with the gift of nature, even if they do not have vast goods or gold. She also never failed to remind his son to do the same thing: to always be contented and to always be good to everyone, even their neighbors.
Kanuto followed his mother faithfully, but it was more difficult for him as he was born a hunchback. His mother showered him with love and affection but their neighbors often treated him like dirt. Adults cast a criticizing eye upon him while kids threw insults at him. These kids often called him names, teased him, and sometimes threw rocks at him while screaming: "Ugly!" Kanuto often asked help from the adults in their neighborhood when other kids bullied him. But they just snubbed him, claiming he deserved to get hurt for being ugly. One of them even told him the heavens punished him for not following their wicked ways. In spite of these, Kanuto never said anything against them and he never fought back, always keeping in mind what his mother said.

Chapter 3
 
On a cloudy afternoon after a slight drizzle, Kanuto was on his way home after he caught some fishes at the pond. He had been walking on the road along the forest with tied-up fishes in both hands, when a small rock hit him in the back. Though small, it was thrown forcefully that Kanuto felt the pain.
"Hey, ugly hunchback boy!" yelled someone at Kanuto.
He turned around and saw three teenage boys standing just a few meters from him. Two of them carried rocks bigger than what was thrown at him. The other one just stood there with hands on his hips then laughed in an insulting way. As he fought hard to control the anger building in his heart, Kanuto just looked at them real hard and yelled, "Don't do that!"
"Oh yeah? And what will you do if I we do it again, Kanuto the Ugly Hunchback?!" yells the boy in the middle.
Instead of saying anything harsh back, Kanuto just stared at them. He then turned around and began walking away.
This act angered the three boys so one of them threw his rock at Kanuto. It missed him just inches from his face as it zipped through him and fell on the ground. He turned around and yelled again "Stop doing that! You're being very naughty!"
"No we're not." shouted the only one left holding a rock. "We're actually doing you a favor. Our parents always tell us an ugly person such as you is never fit to enjoy anything good."
The teenage boys started to walk, slowly drawing nearer to him. Kanuto, without turning his head, looked to his left and saw a trail right behind the bushes.
The boys laughed at him again scornfully as they told each other how scared Kanuto looked. The boy with a rock yelled at him again, "You see, you're so ugly you're not fit to eat those good fishes. And we're going to take it from you, whether you like it or not."
The boy pulled back his arm to throw the rock at him. Kanuto darted into the bushes on his left then ran towards the path, the rock missing him completely. With the fishes he caught still in tow, he ran much faster when he heard the three boys calling out insulting words at him. They were still trying to catch up to him. Though he felt tired, Kanuto continued to run. He barely noticed he has entered the forest with its massive trees almost covering the sky. When he no longer heard his pursuers, he tried to look behind him. But he didn’t notice the roots of an enormous tree sticking out of the path he was running on and accidentally tripped on it. The fishes he carried flew out of his hands as he hit the ground hard. His vision started to grow blurry after the fall.
Kanuto looked around when he heard voices which seemed to scurry about in front of him. He heard what sounded like tiny high-pitched voices but could not make out what was being said. As he slowly sat up, his vision became clearer and he saw where the sounds came from. There were three 2-feet tall bearded men in tall caps who were screaming at him. They were jumping up and down as they waved their hands continuously. A few more moments passed before Kanuto realized what they were... dwarves. One of them came closer to him and yelled once again. Though it was still as tiny and high-pitched as before, this time Kanuto heard it clearly. "You have to come with us quickly! They're coming!" That was what the dwarves tried to tell him.
He quickly got on his feet, picked up the soiled fishes and ran towards them. As he neared where they were standing, they all jumped into a small hole in the ground that has a reflective surface. As they leapt into the hole, they disappeared completely. In utter disbelief of what he witnessed, he contemplated whether he should jump or just run back out of the forest. Kanuto looked back to where he came from and heard angry shouts. He suddenly realized those were the teenage bullies. And they were still pursuing him. Panicked, Kanuto stood still in front of the reflective hole. Just then one of the dwarves' head popped out of the hole and stretched his hand out to Kanuto. Kanuto grabbed the dwarf's little hand, closed his eyes and was quickly pulled into the hole.
As he opened his eyes again, he marveled at the magnificence of what was in front of him. It was a huge 20 foot gate made of solid gold. The sides were peppered with huge diamonds and emeralds while at its center, it was lined up with rows of pearls. On both sides of the gate were tall brass fences ornately designed with symbols he could not understand. Thinking he was in a dream, he looked around him and saw a freshly green meadow dotted with mushroom shaped trees everywhere. As he glanced above, he noticed he stood below a similar mushroom shaped tree, with its leaves and branches protecting him from the bright rays of the sun.
While still admiring his surroundings, he felt a tugging on his shirt then a tiny high pitched voice who said "Are you alright Kanuto?"
Kanuto looked down and saw the three dwarves he met earlier. They all looked the same except for their beards and the color of their shirts. He knelt down near the long and black-bearded dwarf who wore a red shirt, smiled and said "I am well now. Thank you for your help. Who are you? And where are we?"
The dwarf responded to him eagerly and said "I am Ayel. These are my younger brothers, Uviel..." he pointed his short right hand at the blue-shirted dwarf with no beard. "... And Diyel" he continued as he pointed his left hand towards the white long-sleeved wearing dwarf who has the same black beard as Ayel, only shorter. "You are now in the land of the dwarves. We are going to have a feast in a while and would like for you to come with us!"
Uviel tapped on his brother's shoulder with a disapproving look on his face. Ayel looked at Uviel, then at Diyel. He raised his arms and said "What?" Diyel shook his head at his brother then walked closer and whispered in his ears. Ayel looked back at Kanuto then slapped on his own forehead in embarrassment.
"I'm very sorry but I just suddenly remembered why we brought you here. It isn't about the feast."
Alarmed, Kanuto asked Ayel, "Then what is it about?"
"A disaster is about to befall upon your village. There are too many evil people there and Mother Nature has decided to punish them completely to protect the others in your world and our world."
"Oh my! I'm not really sure what to say."
"Say nothing more dear boy. The reason why we've warned you is because you and your mother were the only ones who stayed honest and true. Mother Nature has given you the chance to survive."
"But what about all those other people? Whatever will happen to them?"
"You do not need to worry about them, dear boy. What's coming to them is what they deserved."
Kanuto thought long and hard, "When will it happen?"
"In two hours," Ayel remarked. "So you need to get back to your mother as quickly as you can, then get back here."
"How will I be able to warn my mother and bring her back here in time?"
Uviel handed Ayel a circular mirror-like object similar to what Kanuto saw before they came into the dwarves' world. Ayel gave it over to Kanuto and said "Think of where you want to go and this will take you there. To others in your world, it will just look like a mirror. But those whom we wanted will be able to enter through it to get back here. I believe you'll know what to do when that time comes."
Kanuto took the object from Ayel, gave his thanks to the three brothers and said, "I will see you soon. But not so soon. I hope I can still warn the others and take them with me."
Ayel and his brothers were about to object to his plan of taking other people with him when Kanuto suddenly disappeared before their eyes. Diyel tapped Ayel in the shoulder again and whispered to him. He said "I told you he's really a good boy." Ayel let out a deep sigh and nodded his head in agreement, and then he said "Yes. He really is."

Chapter 4
 
Appearing directly inside their old house, Kanuto quickly ran to the kitchen where he knew his mother should be in. She wasn't there. Then he heard her voice from the bedroom, as if she was talking with someone. He knocked on the door and his mother quickly opened it. Seeing her son, she quickly bent down and hugged him, overwhelmingly happy to see him.
"I've been worried sick." his mother told him. "I thought you were never coming."
Ignoring his mother's worried demeanor, he quickly told her, "Mother, we have to go..."
But his mother interrupted him mid-sentence and said, "I know. Your little friends told me. They were looking for you."
Kanuto smiled, knowing he no longer needed to explain everything to his mother. Then his face became serious as he held her hand and told her, "I know the others have always treated us in a bad way. But I know deep in your heart we should at least try and save anyone else we can."
Tears welled up in the eyes of Kanuto's mother. She put her hand on his cheek and said, "My young son. I've always known you're beautiful inside and out. Don't you worry, I completely agree with you." She took the mirror-like object from Kanuto and laid it on the bed. She then picked up her shoal, took Kanuto's hand and said, "Let's start with the closest house from us."
Mother and son quickly descended their stairs as dark clouds loomed above them. As soon as they saw one of their neighbors, they quickly ran up to them. They said something was going to happen to their village in the next few moments and they had to come with them as soon as they could. Not surprisingly though, they were rebuffed. A similar thing happened to the few next ones they managed to speak to. Finally, the mother of the three teenaged bullies who chased Kanuto hours ago rebuked them angrily and yelled, "You crazy people. What are you trying to do, messing up folks' minds with your bad imagination? Nothing's going to happen to this village because we are important to San Marco! Well, except you two." She laughed so hard she almost choked.
Kanuto and his mother ignored the woman's tirade and quickly ran to the next person they saw. Angered when the mother and son ignored her, she picked up a small rock. She yelled at them "You crazy ugly fools don't belong here. You should be the ones to leave and never come back!", then threw the rock at Kanuto and hit him in the back.
Kanuto screamed from the pain he felt on his back. His mother quickly whirled around and shouted at the woman, as she tried to control her anger, "Why would you do such a mean thing to my son? We're only trying to help you."
The woman shouted back, this time her sons joined in. "We don't want help from someone crazy like you." She picked up another rock from the ground. "Especially not from someone as ugly as your son." The woman hurled another rock at Kanuto. This time, she was able to hit him in the chest. "Off with you, crazy ugly people!" she shouted once again.
Their other neighbors joined in as well as each of them picked up their own rocks. Three of them hurled their rocks towards Kanuto, aiming at his crying face. Wanting to protect her son, Kanuto's mother ducked down, covered him, and got hit in the body with the rocks. In the midst of the chants against mother and son, Kanuto's mother held on tightly to her son as the crowd pelted rocks upon them. One eventually hit her in the head strong enough to knock her down to the ground. Kanuto cried out to his mother, screaming and shouting, but his mother held onto him tightly. With the crowd still hurling rocks at the fallen mother and son, Kanuto's mother felt something flowing down the back of her head and became aware of her slowly fading strength. She pulled Kanuto towards her and whispered to him, "Take care of yourself, my son. And remember what I said, always be good to everyone." Feeling he was slowly losing his mother, Kanuto cried out bitterly and let out all his pain onto the wind.
Just as the crowd was about to hurl rocks at them again in the midst of their angry chants, the sky lit up as several lightning bolts struck the ground near the crowd followed by growls of rumbling thunder. Seconds later, huge drops of rain fell upon them. Panicked by the size of the rain drops they have never seen before, the crowds dispersed, running into their houses and shutting all their doors. Lightning and thunder continued all around the village which forced some of them to hunker down and hide under the comfort of their huge wooden houses.
With the crowd gone, Kanuto got up and shook his mother. She moaned in pain but was still conscious... still alive. Kanuto took his mother's arm carefully and walked her slowly back into their house. Walking through the slowly rising water, the rain soaked mother and son finally reached their house, just as they felt a rumble beneath them. Kanuto laid her mother down on the hardwood floors of their living room then ran into his mother's bedroom. He quickly saw the mirror-like object which Ayel the dwarf gave him. Kanuto picked it up, ran out into the living room and laid it close to her mother. Kanuto moved close to his mother and whispered, "You have to trust me on this mother. You can do this." His mother smiled at him.
Kanuto assisted his mother as she slowly crawled into the mirror-like portal. Moments later, she disappeared completely. Kanuto then placed the mirror back inside his mother's room and laid it on the floor in front of him. He jumped straight into the portal and disappeared just as the ground beneath their house shook violently. The quake rocked the whole village from all sides as the heavy rain continued to pour. Confused shouts and panicked screams were heard all over the village. Some villagers tried to get out of their houses but immediately drowned from the rising flood water. Those who stayed in their houses found themselves suddenly buried by the roof and their furniture as their homes swayed viciously. As the strong quake continued, the ground cracked and opened up. It spewed brown mud-like water that added to the rapidly rising flood while it wholly swallowed several houses. Minutes turned to hours. The quake and the strong rain have not stopped but the frightened screams have died down.
Several hours after the quake and heavy rain stopped, no traces of the destruction could be seen. There were no dead bodies or broken pieces of a house floating on the water. There was no muddy flood water. All that was left was a pristine looking body of water. It was like nothing ever seen before in San Marco. Lush forests surrounded it on both sides while the mountain ranges looked down from behind it. People from neighboring villages saw the new body of water and immediately said "Sante", which meant amazing in the native tongue of their ancients. The folks from the closest neighboring village saw this as well. And as if the village which used to be there never existed at all, no one questioned where the water came from. Whenever these villagers were asked about the name of the lake, they would quickly say Lake Sante, as if it had always been there since the beginning of time.
Days later, as the people from neighboring villages started using Lake Sante to fish, bathe or just relax by looking at its majestic view, a hunchback boy and his mother emerged from the forest. The boy carried two bags while the mother walked slowly on her cane. When they both reached the lake, they stopped behind some lush bushes and looked around. They noticed despite the number of people there, no houses have been built nearby. This meant most of them were just visiting the lake, no one has settled there yet.
"Looks like this would be a good place to start again, wouldn't you say?" the mother said to his son, smiling gleefully.
The hunchback boy looked at his mother and said. "But how are we going to live here, mother?"
The mother placed her hand on the shoulder of her son and whispered, "Maybe we can ask your friends."
The boy put down his bags and opened one of them, revealing a circular object with a reflective surface just like a mirror. As he laid it on the ground in front of them, the hunchback boy looked at his mother once again and smiled.

Chapter 5
 
"As he laid it on the ground in front of them, the hunchback boy looked at his mother once again and smiled. The End." the old man still had his eyes closed when he mentioned the end of the story.
When he opened his eyes, he saw his audience has grown to a lot more people. The children were still looking at him sweetly, some with deep smiles on their faces while others moved to tears. But with their parents, it was a different deal. Every single one of them was in tears. The living room has filled up with people. While the parents of the children were seated next to them, the other adults, visitors and local townsfolk alike, either stood on one side of the room or huddled together by the door of the living room. Suddenly, one of the parents started clapping. Moments later, everyone joined in the applause, including the children. The old man just smiled at them, grateful for the appreciation he received, especially from the locals who may have already heard it but applauded like they have just heard it for the first time.
As the applause died down, the people queued to say goodbye to the old man. Some gave him a hearty shake while the others, especially the kids, gave him a kiss on the cheek and a hug. When the last of his audience have gone out and closed the door of the living room, the old man sat still for a few moments. The noise of people in his porch has moved outside, where festivities were still going on. The old man stood from his seat and trudged slowly across the living room, revealing huge lump on his back which was hidden comfortably all the while by a pillow on his seat. He locked the door of his living room then made his way towards the windows. With his hunchback form unseen behind the wooden window, he looked at the on-going revelries and smiled.
Upon locking the windows, he looked past the painting and saw a two-foot tall gray-bearded being standing in front of the mirror. The old man smiled and said, "Hello Ayel."
Smiling, the aging dwarf Ayel waved at him and said, "Come Kanuto. The feast is about to begin."
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